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Arachne

Grey-eyed Athena didn’t tell the whole story.
Young Arachne,
Impatient with the market,
Fingers itching for the loom,
Bored with the weaving and selling
Of her father’s Phocis purple.
Won’t heed the morals of the poets in the shade,
Hearing only new scenes to weave.
Ignores the warning: make nothing perfect;
Neglects to weave the sacred flaw into each bolt.
Arachne weaves her own songs
In the still hot afternoon
When everyone else is asleep.
Her tunic slipped down to her waist,
Young breasts slick with sweat.
She sings to the beat of the olive-wood shuttle:
I create thee, with the cunning of my hands,
With the skill of my mind
With the fertility of my soul;
Dearer than a child, created by me alone!
Heard by fellow-weaver in shadowy roof-corner,
Pet of proud Athena.
Maiden Arachne:
Her eyes dream of the next work;
Her eyes are full of tapestries.
Weaves with her own shining hair:
A bull’s gilded horns, a swan’s beak, a shower of gold.
In the mirror over her loom,
Above her naked shoulder in the doorway
A maiden like herself, grey-eyed, hands of a weaver,
Shyly offers a shuttle of box-wood.
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Athena knows talent when she sees it.
Teaches Arachne mysteries
Of needle and loom and dye-pot,
Tricks to make her thoughts spring to life,
Secrets of her magic shuttle.
And being her father’s daughter,
Secrets of the weaving of bodies in the night.
Arachne says: Goddess, I would see your tapestries.
“Praise me to the world and I will inspire you. But
My art is not for mortal eyes.
Do not presume to ask again.”
Arachne weeps, disconsolate.
In the morning, there is only the box-wood shuttle
where the goddess lay.
Arachne weaves,
Watching the mirror above her work.
Refuses the goddess’s gift.
Her olive-wood shuttle, friendly to the hand,
Singing melancholy; but her own voice stubbornly still.
She weaves:
Artemis and her huntresses,
Amazon warriors, a school of girl poets,
All with Athena’s proud grey eyes.
Yearning for the goddess, crying out alone in the night.
Athena will not come when called.
Proud in her young strength,
So sure in all she does.
So needful of public praise.
So like her father.
Bitter Arachne
A work abandoned by her weaver
Turns away from loom and mirror
Creeps silent in the corners, weaving only webs
The color of Athena’s storm-grey eye
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